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The Victory that Wasn't 


Left: IAM leadership and its demoralizing strategy choked the life out of the strike—unmanned 
SeaTac picket site, October 27. Right: IAM 751 Mobilize! turned indoor union rally into mass picket 
line, showing way forward for union struggle, Seattle, October 15. 


Ever since his announcement of the strike’s end, District 
751 head Jon Holden has been busy proclaiming “victory” 
over Boeing. However, actual events tell a different tale. 
Holden’s team never wanted the strike in the first place and 
demobilized it at every step, including by keeping strike pay 
low and picket lines sparse and devoid of initiative to stop 
scabs. This sabotage was rooted not in incompetence or 
even simple malice, but rather a deeply flawed strategy that 
refused to take the fight to Boeing and create real trouble 
for the bosses and their politicians. 

Playing the waiting game of “one day longer, one day 
stronger’ —instead of organizing the battle to make Boeing 
buckle—only dragged out the strike and demoralized the 
ranks who were eager to fight. There was a clear path to vic- 
tory: Rally the 33,000-strong Machinists and the rest of labor 
at Boeing and beyond to halt all work and parts deliveries. 
Holden’s strategy, though, ran in the very opposite direction. 


Despite this misleadership, the Machinists held firm 
for weeks and backed Boeing into a corner. But when the 
CEO bared his claws and threatened to burn the company 
to the ground to punish the union, Holden & Co. predict- 
ably played dead rather than seize the moment to finish 
the job. With union officials outright abandoning the battle 
and many Machinists feeling the pressure to pay the bills, 
almost the exact same contract that had earlier been rejected 
two-to-one was rammed through. None of the main strike 
demands were met. This is not what victory looks like. 

IAM leaders further throttled the strike by aligning the 
union behind the bosses’ Democratic Party. Pledging to 
ensure Harris’s victory, they first tried to head off the strike 
and then worked to keep it under wraps. Matters were not 
to get out of hand as Harris scrambled for working-class 
votes. In the end, of course, the union bureaucracy failed 
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Save All Working 


The strike’s outcome is all the more maddening because 
the IAM’s position was initially so strong. Boeing production 
jobs are not what they used to be—and neither is the coun- 
try in general. The U.S.-dominated world order is cracking, 
and the widely hated Biden/Harris administration rains 
down economic ruin. The wreck that Boeing has made of its 
production process and the squeezing of its workforce—and 
the disasters that have followed—reflect all-sided capitalist 
decay. Workers across the country have grown increasingly 
combative and anxious about the future. 

Against this backdrop, the Boeing Machinist strike had 
the potential to spark a wider working-class fight back both 
locally and nationally—if the union had fought to draw its 
working-class supporters into a struggle to impose their will 
on Boeing. In this event, the strike would have been a beacon 
to the working class as a whole, opened the door to union 
control of safety and quality and made it possible to win 
demands like the restoration of the pension and the elimi- 
nation of the wage progression by ensuring top pay for all. 

These demands, if won by the Machinists, would set the 
stage for other workers to win the same—which explains in 
part why Boeing was not going to cave on pensions unless 
it was forced to do so through a serious confrontation. The 
Machinists had no shortage of allies they could have mobi- 
lized in solidarity action: Boeing engineers, firefighters and 
truck drivers, unions that handle Boeing parts like the ILWU 
longshoremen and Teamsters, other unions that have taken 
on their bosses recently like IBEW Local 46 electricians 
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to deliver Harris a victory. But by delivering an end to the 
strike before Election Day in collaboration with Labor Sec- 
retary Julie Su, they did more for her than for the union 
membership. 

If it had been pursued to establish union dominance over 
Boeing, the strike could have won decisively and improved 
the position of this country’s working class in the face of 
increasingly hard times ahead. But even now, all is not lost. 
It is crucial to take stock of the strike in order to put the 
union on the right track in anticipation of attacks to come. 

As production gears up, Machinists will be confronted 
with the safety and quality crises that have compounded 
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People from Boeing! 


and UNITE HERE Local 8 hotel workers, to name a few. 

Individual workers from these unions and more turned 
out to the picket lines. But even while workers have dis- 
played a willingness to fight for relief from staggering 
prices and job and retirement insecurity, union leaders do 
everything to restrain those impulses and keep them within 
the bounds considered safe by the bosses. Holden sought 
to make the IAM “full partners” with the crooks who run 
Boeing and to secure a “fair share” for workers in that con- 
text. The strike hit the limit of what the bosses were will- 
ing to concede without their grip on industry or society at 
large being challenged. A strategy different from the union 
bureaucracy’s is needed, one based not on the usual “give 
and take” at the bargaining table but rather on provoking 
a clash between the counterposed interests of the workers 
and the bosses. 

The union can strengthen its hand right now by laying 
claim to independent enforcement of safety and quality on 
the job—and acting to shut down assembly on the spot if 
need be. Boeing has thrown safety and quality out the win- 
dow in the pursuit of profit, and the flying public has paid 
for it in blood. The federal government is around to cover 
up as much as possible to help the company get out from 
under the dark clouds. Reliance on joint labor-management 
safety teams or government agencies like the FAA will not 
save working people from Boeing. To accomplish that, the 
union must make inroads against the company’s perceived 
“right” to have the final say in all aspects of assembly. m 
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all the problems of the job. Management has announced a 
major round of layoffs, which might bypass Machinists for 
the moment but will ax the jobs of other union members, 
such as SPEEA engineers. The threat to move production 
to non-union plants—wielded by the company yet again to 
undercut the strike and get its way—hangs over the union’s 
head. On top of it all, Trump’s election has opened up a new 
period of uncertainty for the labor movement. 

Machinists would do well to bring forward a leadership 
that can successfully guide the union through this turbu- 
lence. Foldin’ Holden strangled the strike and forced finan- 
cially strapped workers to vote for the contract even though 
they recognized its shortcomings. With the storm clouds 
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prevent them from banding together against their common 
class enemy. During the strike, foreign-born as well as 
Trump-supporting Machinists were on the frontlines, seek- 
ing to escalate the struggle. The defense of working people 
in the crosshairs today is crucial to preparing the defense 
of the union tomorrow. 

As the experience of the Machinists shows, if union mem- 
bers are not fighting to bring everyone up, then they are left 
open to division and defeat. To steal the pension in 2013- 
14, Boeing drove a wedge between new hires and senior 
workers with the aid of the IAM leadership. A sizable sign- 
ing bonus was inserted in the giveback contract to entice 
the support of new hires, and the union tops scheduled the 
vote when many senior workers were away on vacation. It 
passed by the slimmest of margins. This time around, Boe- 
ing attempted similar tricks, and it succeeded in imposing a 
probationary period on new hires for the first time—a set- 
back that puts them at the complete mercy of the bosses and 
carries the danger of undermining future union struggle. 

A leadership committed to transforming the union into a 
fighting force for the interests of the working class would 
oppose all the bosses’ divide-and-rule schemes—and put 
forward a way for the union to defend the most vulnerable 
and break down those divisions. For example, to bridge the 
divide between new hires and senior workers, it would strive 
not only to revive the pension and abolish probation, but 
also to institute union-run, company-paid training to ensure 
all new hires are up to speed on safety and union standards. 

The IAM leadership, though, plays right into the hands 
of divide-and-rule. This is also evident in its failed effort 
to organize Boeing’s North Charleston plant—a vital task 
to counter the outsourcing threats that have bedeviled the 
Machinists. Thus far, every organizing drive in this plant 
has faltered because the bosses pit workers against one 
another along regional and racial lines. 

Anti-union forces paint the IAM as a vehicle of liberal 
Democrats that will leave workers in the South worse off. 
Union officials give this narrative some legs not only by 
attaching the IAM to the Democrats, but also by having 
called into question the skill of South Carolina workers in 
the name of defending jobs in Washington state before the 
National Labor Relations Board. What they refuse to do is 
mobilize working-class action against layoffs or segregation 


of new battles already gathering, the Holden crew talks of 
union members working to “bring this company back to 
financial success.” To turn things around, Machinists must 
reject this perspective—which can only come at the expense 
of the workforce—and instead look to fight for their class 
interests against the bosses in each and every case. 

In particular, “no” and “yes” voters should join forces to 
push through a leadership change—not just a change in the 
faces at the top, but also a change in strategy. Holden him- 
self catapulted into his current position in response to the 
2013-14 betrayal of his predecessor—a betrayal that cost 
the Machinists their pension. But Holden never had a plan 
capable of getting it back. m 


Lindsey Wasson/AP 
Everett, October 23: Machinists of different political 
beliefs rallied opposition to rotten contract offer outside 
voting location. 


on the job at Boeing South Carolina—which would go a 
long way toward uniting the workforce behind the union. 
A fighting IAM leadership would have dispatched a dele- 
gation to North Charleston to recruit workers there to join 
the strike and the union. 

The union tops’ avoidance of the fight against racial 
oppression is a great gift to the bosses. It not only preserves 
the South as a vast “open shop,” but also brings the entire 
working class down in every other way. White workers will 
not be able to make any lasting gains so long as a layer of 
the working class is oppressed beneath them. If the multira- 
cial working class remains atomized—fighting for the same 
piece of a shrinking pie—it will remain trapped in a cycle 
of defeat. Instead, the multiracial working class must fight 
for the whole pie. To meet their needs and achieve their 
own emancipation from wage slavery, white workers must 
champion black liberation. In turn, black workers will not 
be able to throw off their oppression—which is embedded 
in capitalist rule—absent integrated class struggle. m 
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For a Glass-Struggle Leadership! 


Some opposition groupings in the IAM place a heavy 
emphasis on democratic participation to the exclusion 
of all else. Union democracy is necessary to facilitate 
the fullest discussion and debate over the way forward. 
But the union’s bureaucratic straitjacket is a product of 
its leadership’s commitment to being teammates of the 
bosses and containing the discontent of the ranks. It is 
impossible to tear off that straitjacket without challeng- 
ing the existing leadership and its dead-end strategy. 

Initiated as a strike committee, [AM 751 Mobilize! 
stands out for attempting to provide a real alternative. 
At the only strike rally initiated by Holden—an indoor 
showcase for Democratic Party politicians—Mobilize 
intervened and turned it into a march to a nearby picket 
line and a display of force there. During the contract votes 
at Everett and Renton, its members rallied opposition to 
the bullshit offers while calling for an escalation of the 
strike in opposition to the Holden bureaucracy. 

The next step is to build on these efforts to push for 
new leadership elections—to elect candidates who reject 


the perks and privileges of union posts and want to 
strengthen the union. The aim must be not only to sweep 
aside Holden and his fellow bureaucrats, but also to turn 
the IAM into a fighting battalion of the working class. 
Here are some lines of struggle to that end: 


e Rebuild the strike fund—no money for 
Democrats or Republicans! 


e No layoffs! 


e Organize the unorganized! 
For black liberation! 


e For union control of safety and quality! 


e For a union leadership that fights for the 
interests of the entire working class! 


e For a workers party that fights for a 
workers government! 


Down With Bosses’ 
“Divide and Rule” Schemes! 


In the presidential elections, many Boeing Machin- 
ists, fed up with the liberal status quo, voted for Trump. 
They express distrust of the Democrats after being heavily 
bruised by the inflation of the last four years, made worse 
by the fact that Boeing has long had Democratic Party pol- 
iticians in its hip pocket. A good portion of these Trump 
supporters are militantly pro-union and keenly aware 
of their ability to shut down the company. They dislike 
self-righteous liberals who claim that Trump voters are the 
problem and judge the Republican standard-bearer to be 
a “lesser evil,’ whose economic policies will supposedly 
provide a greater trickle-down benefit. 

But Trump is no answer. While he will make life misera- 
ble for the Democrats, he will make it even more miserable 
for working people. He is backed by Wall Street bankers 
and a growing set of elites, like Elon Musk, who prefer his 
brand of rule, not least his vicious anti-union stance. The 
IAM leadership—by throwing in their lot with the Dem- 


ocratic Party and burying the strike—only contributed to 
making Trump great again. In opposition to both the reac- 
tionary candidates, Harris and Trump, we urged a vote to 
the working-class alternative provided by the presidential 
ticket of the Party for Socialism and Liberation. 

The policies of both the Democrats and the Republicans 
fuel divisions in the working class. Trump regularly rails 
against newly arrived immigrant workers—perhaps the 
most vulnerable section of the class—and Harris proposed 
her own set of harsh anti-immigrant measures. The liberal 
elite wag their finger at white workers as hopeless bigots 
and harden the partisan lines, all the better to mask the 
role of the entire ruling class in driving immigrants from 
their homelands and maintaining them as a cheap pool of 
labor to drive down everyone’s conditions. The pitting of 
migrants vs. more established immigrants vs. native-born 
workers is a ruse to put workers at each other’s throats and 
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